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What Is Being Done To
Present the Other Side?

The Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims
of the Paranormal (CSICOP) is a nonprofit scientific and edu-
cational organization started in 1976 by scientists (including
several Nobel laureates), members of the academic commu-
nity, and science writers. Members of CSICOP, frequently
referred to as skeptics, advocate the scientific investigation
of paranormal claims and the dissemination of factual infor-
mation to counter those claims. CSICOP’s mission includes
taking advantage of opportunities to promote critical think-
ing, science education, and the use of reason to determine the
merits of important issues.*’

The Council for Media Integrity, an educational outreach
and advocacy program of CSICOP, was established in 1996.
Its objective is to promote the accurate depiction of science
by the media. The Council, which includes distinguished in-
ternational scientists, academics, and members of the media,
believes it is necessary to counteract the entertainment
industry’s portrayal of paranormal phenomena because:

4 television has such a pervasive impact on what people
believe;

4 an increasing number of shows are devoted to the paranor-
mal, and they attract large audiences;

4 a number of shows use a documentary style to promote
belief in the reality of UFOs, government coverups, and
alien abductions;

4 opposing views are seldom heard in shows that advocate
belief in the paranormal; and

4 some shows contribute to scientific illiteracy by promot-
ing unproven ideas and beliefs as real, instilling a distrust
of scientists* and fostering misunderstanding of the meth-
ods of scientific inquiry.

To promote media responsibility—particularly within the
entertainment industry—and to publicize irresponsibility—
the Council established two awards*:

4 The “Candle in the Dark Award” is given to television pro-
grams that have made a major contribution to advancing
the public’s understanding of science and scientific prin-
ciples. The 1997 and 1998 awards went to two PBS pro-
grams: Bill Nye—The Science Guy and Scientific Ameri-
can Frontiers.

4ICSICOP’s official journal The Skeptical Inquirer is a vehicle for dis-
seminating and publicizing the results of scientific studies of paranormal
claims.

“8According to one study, scientists are portrayed more negatively than
members of any other profession on prime-time entertainment shows. They
are more likely to be killed or to kill someone. In fact, the study found that
10 percent of the scientists on fictional TV shows get killed and 5 percent
kill someone (Gerbner 1987).

49The award titles were inspired by Carl Sagan’s book, The Demon Haunted
World: Science as a Candle in the Dark (Sagan 1996).

4 The “Snuffed Candle Award” is given to television pro-
grams that impede public understanding of the methods
of scientific inquiry. The 1997 and 1998 winners were Dan
Akroyd, for promoting the paranormal on the show Psi-
Factor, and Art Bell, whose radio talk-show promoted be-
lief in UFOs and alien abductions.

In its efforts to debunk pseudoscience, the Council also
urges TV producers to label documentary-type shows depict-
ing the paranormal as either entertainment or fiction, provide
the media with the names of expert spokespersons, ask U.S.
newspapers to print disclaimers with horoscope columns, and
use “media watchdogs” to monitor programs and encourage
responsibility on the part of television producers.

Finally, various skeptics groups and renowned skeptic
James Randi have long-standing offers of large sums of money
to anyone who can prove a paranormal claim. Randi and mem-
bers of his “2000 Club” are offering more than a million dol-
lars. So far, no one has met the challenge.

Conclusion

Americans express a high level of interest in science and
technology. Despite this interest, they lack confidence in their
knowledge of these subjects; in 1999, only 17 percent thought
they were well informed about science and technology. Those
with more years of formal education and those who have taken
more courses in science and mathematics are more likely than
others to express a high level of interest in science and tech-
nology and to believe that they are well informed about them.

Data on science literacy in the United States indicate that
most Americans do not know a lot about science and technol-
ogy. The percentage of correct responses to a battery of ques-
tions designed to assess the level of knowledge about, and
understanding of, science terms and concepts has not changed
appreciably in the past few years. In addition, approximately
three-quarters of Americans do not understand the nature of
scientific inquiry. Individuals with more years of formal
schooling and who have taken more courses in science and
mathematics were more likely than others to provide correct
responses to the science literacy questions.

Americans have highly positive attitudes toward science
and technology, strongly support the Federal Government’s
investment in basic research, and have high regard for the
science community. However, some individuals harbor reser-
vations, especially about technology and its effect on society.
In addition, the use of nuclear energy and the use of dogs and
chimpanzees in scientific research do not have widespread sup-
port. Also, a sizeable minority of the public questions the value
of the space program; however, support has been gaining ground
in recent years. Finally, in the past few years, new pockets of
concern about genetic engineering have arisen among the well-
educated and those most attentive to medical issues.

Americans get most of their information about public
policy issues from television news and newspapers. There is
widespread consensus—among both scientists and journal-



8-34 ¢ Chapter 8. Science and Technology: Public Attitudes and Public Understanding

ists—that important information about science and technol-
ogy and their value to society is not reaching the public. In
addition, the media have come under criticism, especially by
scientists, for sometimes providing a distorted view of sci-
ence and the scientific process, and thus contributing to sci-
entific illiteracy.

Computers and computer technology represent a relatively
new way of acquiring information, including information
about science and technology. Computer usage—including
access to the Internet and the use of e-mail—has skyrock-
eted. This phenomenon is thoroughly explored in chapter 9,
“Significance of Information Technologies.”
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